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Enjoy the roller coaster
. and sleep vvell
KAREN STARR describes how to
lead and manage significant school
change without losing sleep.
'The most striking thing about change is that it almost
always fails. '
Christopher Grey, 2005, p. 97
from usual practice. This article attempts to explain why
second order change is such an arduous and stress-
ful activity in schools, and offers advice about how to
conduct school change successfully. Thinking through
the impact of change and devising steps for its imple-
mentation will make for fewer sleepless nights.
It's human nature to resist change
Some barriers to change relate to the nature of teach-
ers' work. Teachers' work is complex, demanding,
requiring untold interactions each day and attention to
the diverse needs of large numbers of students, many
of whom have learning or social difficulties. Students
are becoming more demanding and harder to motivate
(Evans, 1996) and teachers have to perform well in
order to grasp and retain students' attention and coop-
eration. Curriculum expectations are constantly chang-
ing and expanding. On top are the daily unexpected
requests, complaints, demands and queries from
students, parents and others. Hence, the quotidian of
schools is messy, busy, exhausting and the stakehold-
ers are many. Time for prolonged planning, reflection
or problem-solving is always lacking.
It is human nature to resist change, unless implement-
ers are involved in its creation. Practitioners are com-
fortable with the way things are; they are familiar with
the way things work; they have established routines;
and organisational cultures operate to maintain the
status quo. When we initiate change, we are asking
people to give up something - their feelings of comfort,
long-held values or beliefs or ways of working. The
change may entail encountering a different environment
or new collaborations. Whatever, there will be some
break from the past, new effort and thinking required,
and extra time needed to implement the new pursuit.
It is easier to remain the same.
CHANGE is about improvement, solving problems and
confronting challenging issues. Of course, everyone
would hope that schools are up for these kinds of ac-
tivities, but any principal will tell you, it is not easy to
make major changes in schools. While the same could
be said for all organisations, there are a number of
barriers to change that are particular to schools, which
make the enterprise even harder. These obstacles are
discussed in this article. However, despite the difficul-
ties, schools do make significant changes successfully.
For example:
• schools regularly implement major curriculum
change
• schools cater for increasingly diverse student
populations
• embracing ICTs in teaching, learning and admin-
istration has revolutionised the way we work and
learn
• local school management has changed the nature
of the principalship and school councils
irrevocably
• schools have adapted to greater demands for
regulation, accountability, compliance, audit, test-
ing and appraisal regimes from district, state and
federal levels.
These few examples demonstrate that change is not
only possible but that it is endless. However, no change
occurs without extraordinary effort on the ground and,
in particular, from school leaders. Consider then the endless imposed mandatory change
agendas that are extrinsic to the school's priorities,
This article is about overseeing major, second order which add to workload and steal time from the school's
change processes. First order change concerns modi- internal change initiatives. The technical-rational-struc-
lying or adjusting eXisting practices to improve effec- tural approach often adopted by education bureauc-
tiveness, without altering the school or its work in any racies further exacerbates problems about change.
consequential way. Second order change, however, Change is ongoing, uncertain and time is pressured, but
involves systematic organisational restructuring and imposed directives regularly ignore this fact. Top-down
renewal which incurs fundamental or radical departure~s ... mandatory change which assumes a straightforward,
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logical and predictable implementation, with prescrip-
tive timelines and procedures, fails to grapple with the
complexity and dynamism of school life. An unintended
consequence is that it often takes the time and focus
away from teaching and learning.
Another salient factor is that teachers are rarely in-
volved in policy or change agenda formulation. They
are acted upon - they are not co-sponsors of change.
In this regard, teachers are dealt with in a particularly
shoddy way in Australian society, often being portrayed
as a part of the problem, rather than as the solution, to
educational problems (Starr, 2007).
While issues of low morale and disengagement may
emerge from the nature of teachers' work, it is not
helped by media attacks from politicians and public
commentators, or by the low esteem in which the pub-
lic holds teachers (Starr, 2007). Politicians often cite
purported problems in education with scathing venom
to gain legitimacy for new reforms and restructurings,
and this erodes public confidence even further. In ad-
dition, parents are more demanding, even though they
place increasing responsibility on schools since, on
average, they are spending less time with their children
(Evans, 1996). These conditions are hardly conducive
to inspiring change and innovation. Reform requires an
atmosphere of trust. It is this history that makes some
experienced teachers very cynical and resistant to
change. These longstanding teachers are custodians
ofstories about the unintended, unanticipated, negative
consequences or side-effects of change. As a principal
initiating change, I remember often being told that: 'This
is the way we do things here' orthat 'We tried that once
before and it didn't work'. And in terms of the latter
comment - qUite probably it didn't.
Successful change in a nutshell
While there is no one best way of going about under-
taking major change, below are some guidelines that
have been helpful for me, and others.
Provide a clear rationale. The most successful change
will be derived from the deliberations of those who will
be affected by it and those who are to be involved in its
implementation. Take a strategic approach by involv-
ing people in developing common understandings and
goals (Ridden, 1991; Evans, 1996; Grey, 2004) and en-
sure these are recorded on the strategic plan. The most
pressing areas for change will be evident in schools and
it is these areas that will dictate the priorities for school
improvement. Articulate a clear and cast iron rationale,
providing the reasons why change has to occur and
why it is better to change than to retain the status quo.
Emphasise where current practice is out of step with
the school's philosophy, policies, values or beliefs. Or,
describe where and how the school has fallen behind
current practices. Intrinsic benefits of the change need
to be amplified - for students, teachers, parents, and
the school's reputation. The reform agenda needs to be
'sold' well - to gain commitment and, ideally, consen-
sus. For successful change to occur, school leaders
must muster trust, shared leadership and agency.
Identify key people. Key people are critical for the
success of major change. Even when agreement about
reform, and the process for achieving it, is struck, there
will be key personnel who are indispensable in terms of
impetus, motivating others, taking responsibility, and so
on. Ask for volunteers or tap recruits on the shoulder.
Ask key individuals to take a leading role. In nearly all
cases, staff step up to the plate and appreciate the
confidence placed in them.
It is important to garner the support of the most talented,
enthusiastic, sensible and solid staff members, as well
as keen learners. And have a succession plan - an
orphaned project will fail, and change programs suffer
when key people leave.
Clear steps. Reassure people with explicit steps about
what is going to happen, when these things are going
to happen, what is expected of them and how new
tasks are going to be done. Negotiate these points.
Staff will appreciate clear role statements and lines
of responsibility so they know who is responsible for
overseeing various aspects of the change.
Timelines are critical. Unrealistic timelines bedevil the
best change efforts. Provide adequate time and create
extra time. Find ways of reducing workloads. Perhaps
the school calendar can be revised to allow staff to
concentrate on the change initiative. Some activities
could cease altogether. Such a move demonstrates
leaders' appreciation of existing workloads.
Most importantly, publish and distribute these steps
simply and succinctly. Repeat them often and revise
them if necessary. Issuing these details once is never
enough.
Clear and ongoing communications. Announce the
change in every possible forum and to all stakehold-
ers. Once a change is announced publicly, there is a
commitment to see it through. Keep the change steps
in the minds of staff by reiterating them constantly.
People will understand that there is no chance of this
initiative being sidelined or abandoned.
Present progress reports at staff meetings, assemblies,
in newsletters, at council meetings, parent gatherings
and alumni events. Let everyone know what is happen-
ing, and why, and where the school is in the process
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of change. Most importantly, publicise the benefits for
students, who are at the heart of major decisions.
Provision of staff professional learning. When asked
to perform in new ways, staff should be supported by
appropriate and tailored professional learning. Profes-
sional development at this time is critical and provides
impetus. It must be timely, intensive, sustained, theo-
retically based, practically situated, responsive to the
expressed needs of staff, and is best if school-based
evidence is at its foundation. It should be both reflec-
tive and future-oriented. Professional learning should
receive a time priority as part of the change process
and will involve a budget for staff release and other
resources.
Expect opposition. Expect resistance and emotionality
to override rationality. Don't underestimate how difficult
change is to manage, or how oppositional some people
will be. It is common for older staff members to be the
most cynical and resistant to change (Evans, 1996;
Grey, 2005; Duignan, 2006). Understand that these
people have other life concerns besides their work.
Middie-age is the time when people's own children
are going through critical times in their education or
are leaving home; ageing parents are making extra
demands; retirement is looming and plans and ad-
justments have to be made. Some older members of
staff won't be the only ones who are less than keen
to change, but they can be most confident and vocal
in their dissent and have the capacity to take other
members of staff with them. It is in the self-interest of
these staff members to maintain the status quo. They
may proclaim that they operate in the best interests of
the school but hold back its progress. Discussion about
difficulties with the change and resolutions should be
open and encouraged.
Once change is accepted and underway, resistance
must be addressed. If opposition occurs in a public
forum, the principal's diplomatic and well-reasoned
response should also be heard in that forum. Ongoing
negative behaviour should be tackled head-on - dis-
creetly and gently at first but, if it continues, it needs
to be tackled more formally (Evans, 1996). These situ-
ations are never pleasant, but someone has to lead
a school and if a decision has been made to make a
necessary change, then the person who must keep
things on course is the principal.
When it comes to teachers who have lost sight of the
bigger picture, principals could consider the follow-
ing:
• establishing a niche or special identity in the
school for individuals so that they become known
for their distinctive, significant and positive con-
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tribution, which ensures acknowledgement and a
personal sense of pride
• co-opting them onto policy change groups/com-
mittees
• encouraging networking through professional as-
sociations and with other schools to broaden the
scope of ideas and experience (Duignan, 2006)
• asking staff to set achievable career goals which
are enjoyable and sustain a meaningful and fruit-
ful working life
• maintaining a strong school focus on personal
improvement and professional growth.
This means growing in an area of taient or interest,
learning new skills or mentoring and coaching others.
Commitment and contribution encourages a happier
working life.
Crucial throughout is a cohesive executive ieader-
ship team which has, preferably, complementary and
comprehensive strengths. Disloyalty amongst the
most senior staff will make the change process even
more difficult, but it has to be confronted, adding to the
workload of change.
Consideration must be given to the cultural and behav-
ioural changes that will be necessary to ensure that
change is enduring. Thi,s involves steering people's
values and beliefs through uncertainty to commitment
and into a situation where results speak for themselves.
Mistrust must be addressed or major change will be
sabotaged. To achieve the trust required, leaders must
be optimistic, confident and endorse a supportive,
convivial, happy school environment and culture where
destructive behaviours are not tolerated. Above all, bad
behaviour and opposition must not be taken personally
- these happen to all leaders.
Expect change to have unforeseen repercussions.
Change can have both positive and negative conse-
quences - even if it is highly successful.
Induct new staff. Ensure that newcomers are inducted
into the change process, as well as other aspects of
the school, and are clear about expectations of them.
Enthuse newcomers about the school's vision for im-
provement and the benefits it will bring.
The principal's behaviour. One major change is tough
enough but if there are compounded difficulties, then
the work of the principal is going to be even more dif-
ficult. Sometimes the principal has to make unilateral
decisions - especially in cases where there are finan-
cial or legal issues to be resolved. Some·matters have
to remain confidential. In some circumstances, there
r
is no other way. Some change will be perceived as
'imposed' and distrust will be high. These issues have
to be confronted while other initiatives can be solved
and acted upon collectively. The principal is charged
with doing what is in the best interests of the schooi,
in the short and long-term, and this requires different
strategies in varying situations. The principalship is not
for the self-interested or for those who are swayed by
interest groups in the name of popuiarity. While leading
and managing change does not make for an easy life,
schools need committed stewardship.
It is imperative that the principal exhibits dedication,
involvement and passion. The principal has to lead,
encourage, support and be personally available and
involved. This means maintaining steadfast faith in the
change program while addressing contextual problems
and supporting others in the change process. It means
rolling up one's sleeves and working with others to
engage the change, to see and hear about problems
first-hand. It means spending time with staff individually,
walking through classrooms and seeing how things are
going. Compromise and revision may be necessary
and often improves original intentions. Being visible,
interested, sensitive and caring will aid the process.
Maintain a sense of humour!
New principals are wise to use their 'honeymoon period'
to embark on major changes. People expect changes
of a 'new broom' but if you leave your run for too long,
it will be more difficult to steer the changes through. It
is good to get 'runs on the board' and for people to see
positive results from the changes that are made.
Keep records about the change process - what has
been done and what has changed. Collect data, beyond
pubiic examinations and mandated testing regimes, that
indicates improvement, for example, improved student
attendance records or retention rates; better student
behaviour or survey results; improved academic per-
formance; increased staff capacity through sustained
professional learning; positive parent survey results,
and so on. These will be useful for your own perform-
ance appraisal and will provide councils, boards and
superintendents with a broader appreciation ofwhat has
been achieved collectively, above the usual demands
of running a school.
tion and deter procrastination but must be ad-
equate
• a friendly, welcoming, inclusive and happy en-
vironment that is productive and conducive to
learning
• a sense of personal and group achievement
• celebrating successes and milestones along the
way.
Conclusion
Change is demanding, stressful and difficult. Whatever
its catalyst, knOWing how to lead and manage change
effectively is an essential attribute for school leaders,
as well as a constant expectation. Sharing leadership
and power throughout the change process will be
enabling for everyone in the school. However, it is the
principal who is uitimately responsible and held ac-
countable for ensuring that change happens. Despite
its extra demands, there are rewards for principals who
oversee second order change. The more difficult the
challenges facing a school, the more the principal is
championed for his or her timely and thorough resolu-
tion (tacitly, if not explicitly). In the end, there is a great
sense of achievement for everyone and the principal's
reputation for professionalism, stewardship and service
is enhanced. Enjoy the roller coaster ride, share the
accolades and sleep well. ©
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Be grateful and magnanimous. Reward, praise and
acknowledge people's extra effort and commitment.
Incentives to change include:
• being praised for one's efforts - privately and
informally, publicly and formally
• being encouraged to have a go and being sup-
ported in doing so
• having reasonable timelines - time limits aid ac-
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